Cooperative brood care is a rare phenomenon in spiders and is restricted to a few social species, including three in the genus Stegodyphus. Brood care in Stegodyphus begins with regurgitation feeding followed by matriphagy: the young consume the body fluids of their mother causing her to die quickly. Whether such an extreme form of maternal care can become a communal task should depend on physiological or historical preconditions. I investigated whether female Stegodyphus lineatus feed young or allow matriphagy according to their own reproductive state. Broods of young of two age classes (2 or 10 days after hatching) were isolated or fostered out to adult females that were unmated, had eggs or had young. Growth and survival of females and broods were followed over 21 days. The timing of matriphagy depended on the interaction between age of young and state of the foster mother. All broods that were fostered out to females with young grew and survived. Two-day-old young did not survive when isolated or fostered out to unmated females, but some survived and gained weight when placed with foster mothers that cared for egg sacs. Young of 10 days of age grew when fostered out to females with eggs but did not grow or lost weight when isolated or fostered out to unmated females. Survival among 10-day spiderlings was relatively high in all groups but differed significantly between treatments (young isolated or fostered out to unmated females or females with eggs) and control (left with the mother). The results show that these spiders will care for young from other females only when they are in the right developmental state. Such a constraint can have important consequences for the evolution of allomaternal care in social species: unless such a mechanism is overcome, nonreproductives cannot help in brood care.
Cooperative brood care is a rare phenomenon in spiders and is restricted to a few social species, including three in the genus Stegodyphus. Brood care in Stegodyphus begins with regurgitation feeding followed by matriphagy: the young consume the body fluids of their mother causing her to die quickly. Whether such an extreme form of maternal care can become a communal task should depend on physiological or historical preconditions. I investigated whether female Stegodyphus lineatus feed young or allow matriphagy according to their own reproductive state. Broods of young of two age classes (2 or 10 days after hatching) were isolated or fostered out to adult females that were unmated, had eggs or had young. Growth and survival of females and broods were followed over 21 days. The timing of matriphagy depended on the interaction between age of young and state of the foster mother. All broods that were fostered out to females with young grew and survived. Two-day-old young did not survive when isolated or fostered out to unmated females, but some survived and gained weight when placed with foster mothers that cared for egg sacs. Young of 10 days of age grew when fostered out to females with eggs but did not grow or lost weight when isolated or fostered out to unmated females. Survival among 10-day spiderlings was relatively high in all groups but differed significantly between treatments (young isolated or fostered out to unmated females or females with eggs) and control (left with the mother). The results show that these spiders will care for young from other females only when they are in the right developmental state. Such a constraint can have important consequences for the evolution of allomaternal care in social species: unless such a mechanism is overcome, nonreproductives cannot help in brood care. Group life and brood care are both rare phenomena in spiders. Social spiders (nonterritorial permanent social, sensu Aviles 1997), which share a nest and capture web and hunt for prey in groups (reviewed in Aviles 1997), have mostly evolved in genera characterized by some form of brood care. In some species brood care can lead to a temporary association of siblings. These species are called subsocial and are considered to resemble the ancestors of social species. Social spiders all show a skewed sex ratio with up to 10 times more females than males. Males are generally smaller than females and die shortly after maturation. As in the majority of spiders, males do not participate in brood care. Social spiders differ from the majority of social insects in that all female spiders in a colony can reproduce. However, not every female in a colony is able to complete her own reproduction simply because some females cannot grow fast enough (Christenson 1984; Ward 1985; Vollrath 1986; Rypstra 1993) . With increasing group size, competition for prey becomes more intense (Rypstra 1993; Schneider 1996a; Whitehouse & Lubin 1999) , which will result in increased variation in growth rates. Disadvantaged females may mature only after the short-lived males have died and are thus not able to mate (Vollrath 1986; Henschel et al. 1995) . Others may be unable to gain enough weight for egg production (Rypstra 1993). In either case, nonreproductives are not likely to improve their fitness through dispersal. Colonies of social spiders may therefore comprise both reproductive and nonreproductive females.
These processes have been interpreted as steps towards reproductive division of labour (Vollrath 1986; Rypstra 1993; but see Lubin 1995) . The benefits of accommodating nonreproductives for other colony members have not yet been quantified in any of the social spider species, but it is likely that they increase colony fitness at least through their contribution to communal nest building, foraging and predator defence. In addition, if some 
